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The Year Lost to the Pandemic: Reviewing 




The COVID-19 pandemic started in India in March 2020 
and has been affecting the country for more than a year 
now, and it has forced most educational institutions in the 
country to suspend physical instruction for months. 
During this period, millions of students have shifted to 
online platforms for learning, which has gained 
prominence as an effective educational medium. Millions 
of other students from rural, lower socioeconomic, and 
socially marginalized backgrounds who lack access to 
distance and online learning have also been pushed to the 
brink of dropping out during this period. Since the 
number of new and active cases has dropped significantly 
in the previous few months, physical classes have been 
allowed to resume in all parts of India as of March 2021. 
In this review paper, the effect of the year-long disruption 
to the Indian education sector has been discussed to 
highlight the main challenges faced by students, teachers, 
and educational institutions during this period.  
Keywords:  COVID-19, Pandemic, Education, Educational 
institutions, Digital transformation 
1. Introduction 
As of March 2021, it has been exactly one year since the first social 
restrictions were introduced in India in response to the rising 
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COVID-19 cases. On March 16, 2020, the Government of India 
announced the closure of all educational institutions, effectively 
suspending physical classes for over 300 million students in India 
(MHFW, 2020; Times of India, 2020). It was shortly followed by a 
series of nationwide lockdowns, which began on March 25, 2020, 
and a number of social restrictions are still in place even after a 
year (Gupta & Goplani, 2020; UNESCO, 2021). In this review paper, 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the education sector in 
India has been discussed by recounting major events from the past 
year (March 2020-March 2021). The consequences of the pandemic 
and lockdowns on Indian students have been highlighted after 
surveying research and news publications during the past year and 
assessing the existent capacity of the Indian educational system to 
withstand those disruptions.  
2. Effects of the pandemic and lockdowns on Education in 
India 
India has a vast education network comprising 320 million students 
across 1.5 million schools, 993 universities, and 39,931 colleges 
(AISHE, 2021; Deka, 2021). Out of the 320 million students, more 
than 80 percent reside in rural areas, while 70 percent attend 
government schools or colleges (Alvi & Gupta, 2020). When the 
government announced the closure of educational institutions and 
the indefinite postponement of exams and entrance tests in March 
2020, there were hardly any preparations made for the switch to 
online learning that was to follow. The education sector in India 
has been disproportionately affected by the pandemic as physical 
classes remained suspended for most parts of 2020 even while 
other social institutions opened up and most social mobility 
restrictions were gradually lifted. At present, physical classes at 
school and college levels have resumed in most states, albeit in 
lesser capacity than in the pre-pandemic times. During this one 
year of the pandemic, the learning process was disrupted in some 
way for 99 percent of the Indian student population (United 
Nations, 2020a). However, the extent of the damage caused by the 
pandemic is not fully known, and the national data for the 
upcoming academic sessions will provide some indication of the 
pandemic’s impact on India’s education sector. 
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During the lockdown, the Ministry of Human Resource 
Development and the United Grants Commission (UGC) 
encouraged educational institutions and students to continue 
learning through distance and online mediums. They promoted the 
use of a number of online portals for free courses and academic 
resources (Swayam, Diksha, E-pathshala, etc.) and also transmitted 
academic content through television and radio (Jena, 2020; MOE, 
2020; UGC, 2020). The rapid switch to digital learning was made 
easier by the availability of a range of free online educational 
resources, and millions of Indian students have been continuing 
with online classes since the onset of the pandemic (Dhawan, 2020; 
Raj & Khare, 2020). However, amidst the growing public 
acclamation to the success of online learning, the issue of lack of 
access to distance and online learning for a bigger proportion of the 
student population has not received mainstream attention. Almost 
all Indian students have been affected by the pandemic, along with 
teachers, parents, and administrators involved in the education 
process. However, the issues they’ve faced vary widely across 
important social-demographic parameters, and a number of 
pertinent issues that emerged during the previous year have been 
reviewed below. 
2. a. Access to distance and online learning 
India is still predominantly rural and agrarian, and the majority of 
students reside in villages with rudimentary access to the Internet 
or other means of communication. Only 24 percent of Indian 
households have Internet connections, and this figure dropped to 
15 percent for rural areas (NSS, 2019). Among rural households 
with school-going children, only one-third have at least one 
smartphone in the house (The Hindu, 2020). Moreover, at least 53 
percent of households in India receive less than 12 hours of 
electricity per day, and more than 50,000 villages still have no 
mobile network coverage (Kundu, 2020; Deka, 2021). These figures 
are particularly worse for the marginalized and socially 
disadvantaged families, and among the poorest 20 percent 
households, only nine percent have access to the Internet and three 
percent to computers (IMAI, 2019; United Nations, 2020b). Despite 
the efforts by the government to ramp up distance learning as the 
effects of the pandemic persist in 2021. There are serious limitations 
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in the existing development infrastructures to reach millions of 
children who have been left out (Vyas, 2020). This digital inequality 
is evident across class, age, gender, and region, and the year-long 
disruption in classes has disproportionately affected those students 
already at higher risk for dropping out.  
2. b. Disruptions in educational enrolment and dropout 
Since March 2020, the lockdowns and subsequent restrictions in 
social mobility have also disrupted networks based on educational 
institutions and social welfare systems. The Mid-day Meal (MDM) 
program in India is the largest school-based feeding program in the 
world and caters to 144 million children, mostly from rural areas 
(Alvi & Gupta, 2020). The program has been credited for 
significantly improving enrolment, attendance, and retention of 
students in schools and school closures during the lockdown have 
severely affected its functioning and increased the rates of student 
dropout (Singh & Fernandes, 2018; Vyas, 2020). Once school 
children discontinue schooling or take up work, it is difficult to 
bring them back to school, and it has become evident with lower 
school enrollment rates in 2020 compared to previous years (ASER, 
2021; Gettleman & Raj, 2020). Economic factors are critical in 
education uptake, and the pandemic and lockdown have severely 
affected the most economically vulnerable sections, such as 
migrants and unorganized sector workers, who may be unable to 
send their children to schools due to financial constraints (Modi & 
Postaria, 2020). Most of the state-funded schools and colleges also 
do not have the adequate resources to support distance or hybrid 
learning, and the disruptions due to the pandemic have prevented 
rural students from even receiving textbooks and other basic 
academic resources during the previous year (ASER, 2021; The 
Hindu, 2020). Students from rural, lower socioeconomic, and 
socially marginalized backgrounds do not have the necessary 
infrastructure or financial prowess to avail resources for online 
education, and even retaining these students post-pandemic would 
be a huge accomplishment (Srivastava et al., 2020).  
2. c. Suspension of physical instruction and examinations 
During the previous year, some of the pertinent issues in Indian 
education that received mainstream attention were related to the 
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efficacy of online instruction, the effects of postponement of 
transition exams, and the mental health of students, teachers, and 
parents (Narmada & Somasundaram, 2020; Vyas, 2020). The 
lockdown in March 2020 was announced without any prior notice, 
and it gave no time to students, teachers, and educational 
institutions to make preparations to shift to online learning mid- 
academic sessions (Daniel, 2020). The lockdown also prevented 
board exams and entrance tests from being conducted on schedule, 
which led to many students being stuck in transition to higher 
education or job prospects (Daniel, 2020). The difficulties posed by 
the pandemic, along with the pressures of maneuvering online 
learning, have negatively impacted the mental well-being of many 
students, teachers, and parents (Golechha, 2020; Grover et al., 
2020). Among schools students, in particular, physical contact and 
social interaction in school settings are important precursors to 
psychosocial development, and the prolonged distance learning 
and social isolation have affected their academic progression and 
overall development and health (Srivastava et al., 2020). Teachers 
have been particularly hard done by the pandemic, and they have 
had to lead the way in figuring out online resources for education 
amid pandemic related restrictions, instability in remunerations 
and issues of access and competence for online education tools 
(Bhat et al., 2020; Joshi et al., 2020).  
2. d. Digital transformation of education 
The rapid digital transformation of educational processes has been 
one defining feature of the pandemic, and millions of Indian 
students have been learning online since April 2020. If a secure 
device and stable Internet are guaranteed, online educational 
platforms have the potential of delivering quality education that is 
fast, inexpensive, and flexible (Lourenco & Tasimi, 2020). Since the 
spread of COVID-19 has persisted in India for a year with no signs 
of ending, many educational institutions have opted to continue 
with online instruction, which has worked out favorably for them 
(Maity et al., 2020). WhatsApp Messenger has been the most widely 
used online tool for education purposes in India during the 
pandemic (Vyas, 2020). The proliferation of the free Internet market 
has ensured the easy availability of a range of free and 
subscription-based online tools to perform different educational 
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processes. However, gaining competency in effectively utilizing 
online tools has been a serious concern for both students and 
teachers, and it directly influences the quality of learning 
happening online (Dhawan, 2020; Joshi et al., 2020; Tyagi & Malik, 
2020). The digital divide in access to the Internet and smart devices 
has been a global issue throughout the pandemic, and it is even 
more apparent in India, where millions of students lack computers 
or smartphones and/or stable Internet connections to access online 
courses and resources (Nguyen et al., 2020; Srivastava et al., 2020; 
UNICEF, 2020). Nonetheless, the pandemic period has also seen a 
record number of Indian students utilizing online modes of 
learning for the first time, with 90 million new users during the 
lockdown alone (Warjiri & Shah, 2020). It has also propelled India 
to become the second-largest market for E-learning, worth two 
billion dollars by 2021 (Research & Markets, 2020; United Nations, 
2020a). The relative success of remote learning using online 
resources during a global pandemic has affirmed online learning as 
a legitimate educational process, which will probably become the 
norm for education in the near future.  
3. Conclusion 
The COVID-19 pandemic and its related social restrictions continue 
to persist even after a year in March 2021, and during this period, it 
has disrupted the basic fabric of social existence and caused huge 
loss of life, health, economy, and employment. The education 
sector in India has been severely impacted by the pandemic, and 
millions of students have missed out on academic instruction for 
months and even up to a year. During the one-year period, millions 
of Indian students hastily shifted to online mediums for education. 
At the same time, another group of millions of students from rural, 
lower socioeconomic, and socially marginalized backgrounds 
missed out on any academic instruction and are at the risk of 
dropping out of school. Fortunately, things are looking up as 
physical instruction in schools and colleges has resumed in some 
capacity in all Indian states as of March 2021 (Chopra, 2021; India 
Today, 2020). In this regard, the rural areas are at an advantage as a 
majority of new COVID-19 cases in India are clustered in urban 
spaces, thus increasing the chances of continued physical 
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instruction in schools and colleges. With months of experience in 
using online educational tools, they are being retained and 
integrated into hybrid classrooms by institutions staggering 
towards pre-pandemic levels. The gradual return to normalcy in 
social life is a promising sign for the education sector as well, 
which has witnessed a positive turn this year with record sales of 
notebooks and computer devices along with millions of Indian 
students entering the digital space during the previous year (Kala, 
2021). While the government mobilizes resources to contain new 
cases and vaccinate the population, the immediate focus in the 
education sector needs to be towards increasing technological 
educational innovations, emboldening state and private 
educational partnerships, and reducing the digital divide among 
students (Mishra et al., 2020). With the implementation of the 
National Education Policy, as well in 2021, educational institutions 
and systems in India need a serious restructuring to offer a better 
quality of education with more extensive coverage, regardless of 
how the pandemic pans out.  
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